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The Early History of Japanese Folksongs:
Differences between Min’yo and Riyo

Sarro Kei

This paper aims to reveal how the concept of Min'yo (J&% : folksong) developed in japan during the
Meiji era. Min’yo, a genre of music, surfaced in thirtieth century Meiji. In those days, the genre included both
traditional folksongs and newly composed ones.

In the era, a genre called Riyo ({#5% : countryside song) also existed. When the Russo-Japanese war
began (in 1904), a popular newspaper, Yorozu-Choho (J5H#t), called for nationalistic and patriotic poems
written in the Dodoitsu from in the Riyo genre. While Riyo was gaining popularity, Min'yo was quietly being
developed by poet Noguchi Ujo. Though he began his career as a socialistic poet and wrote propaganda
poems, he abandoned the style when his interest shifted to composing Min’yo songs. The style no longer
concerned political issues and laid greater emphasis on emotions and the atmosphere of rural areas.

This paper focuses on the difference between the two genres to clarify the early history and significance
of the Min’yo genre. The difference in the styles reflects the social conditions that the Japanese had to face,
their opinions of which they expressed through music and literature. The situations provoked people to

express their opinions on whether art should concern political issues.

Keywords: folksong, new folksong, countryside song, Noguchi Ujo, Russo-Japanese war
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